Hematological responses to hematozoa in North American and neotropical songbirds.
Hematocrit (Hct), hemoglobin concentration, RBC count, and blood parasite loads (Plasmodium, Leucocytozoon, Haemoproteus, Trypanosoma, microfilariae) were measured in 688 passerine birds captured at four sites in the US and Belize, C.A., to assess physiological consequences of parasitemia. Parasite loads were low overall: 80% of birds had <5 parasites/10000 RBCs; median infection intensity was 1 per 10000 RBCs. Infection prevalence and intensity were higher in Belize than in the US. Analyses across and within taxa revealed no significant linear correlations between hematology values and parasite load, though infected birds were more likely to be anemic. Neotropical migrants reaching the southern US had lower parasite loads than migrants wintering in Belize. Mean Hct was significantly elevated among infected migrants (but not uninfected migrants) reaching the US relative to migrants in Belize. Long-distance migration thus appears to act as a filter for heavily parasitized and anemic birds. Geographic and seasonal variations in hematology indices were similar within and between taxa, suggesting that community-wide factors, rather than phylogenetic attributes or species-specific pathogens, account for the majority of hematological variation. The low parasite loads and weak correlation between parasite load and hematology indices have implications for attempts to test the version of the 'good genes' hypothesis.